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the details so satisfyingly picturesque, that a subsequent investigator would be unlikely to see any
necessity for endeavoring to check or supplement it
by resort to other and independent sources.
Nor should the writer have felt the necessity had
h‘e not become much more interested in one of the
Seminoles captured with Wild Cat on October 21,
1837, than in either Wild Cat himself or Osceolathe prisoners on whom attention is ordinarily concentrated. The Seminole in question was the “Indian” chief or sub-chief John Cavallo (Cowaya,
Cowayee, Cawiga, Cowia, Coheia, etc.), actually a
half-breed Indian Negro who had been sent by headchief Micanopy and the other chiefs associated with
him to confer with Wild Cat, Osceola, and the others,
and who had been captured with them;2 but who,
somewhat to my surprise, turned up along with
Wild Cat (Coacoochee) as a commander in the battle of Lake Okeechobee, Christmas da?, 1837: and
who surrendered along with Alligator (Halpata
Hajo) another of the Lake Okeechobee commanders,
in April 1838.4 The obvious conclusion seemed to
be that John Cavallo had also escaped from St.
Augustine sometime between his capture on October
21,1837, and his appearance at the battle of Decetiber 25, 1837; and it seems at least a logical supposition that he did so in company with Wild Cat,
despite the failure of any of the accounts I had seen
to mention that Wild Cat had any companions other
2. 255th tong., ,%-ad sea., h. es. dot., no. 327; NZZes Register, liii.
146, 165, 263; Sprague, 18’7; Army and Nevg Chronicle, vii,
50.
3. American Hate Papem, Military Affairs, vii, 98’i ; A. & N. C.,
vi, 82; Sprague, 206.
4. iV. R., May 5, 1838
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5
than Talmus Hajo. A careful examination of the
contemporaneous sources, printed and manuscript,
reveals not only the correctness of this assumption
in regard to John Cavallo, but also the partial, incomplete, distorted, and, possibly, deliberately misleading character of what might be called the
“accepted” account.
The accepted version runs as follows, the comments which would occur to anyone who had read
the “contemporary” acounts-those written or
published immediately after the escape-or who had
inspected Fort Marion, being parenthesized :
Wild Cat and his friend Talmus Hajo were confined in a ‘“small room,” about eighteen by twenty
feet in size. No mention is made of any other
prisoners save these two being confined in the
“small room,” which is actually about eighteen by
thirty-three feet.) The room was lighted by a hole
about eighteen feet from the floor. (None of the
accounts I have seen mentions that a little less than
a third the area of the cell, the part nearest the
window, is occupied by a platform, about three feet
high, which is believed by some to indicate that this
casemate was once a bakery, the platform being the
base for an oven, since removed. An official account
states that the window was “about fifteen feet from
6
the floor." ) A sentinel was constantly at the door.

5. Miss Brevard mentions that not only Coacoochee himself but
also seventeen of his band escaped from St. Augustine, but
does not give any authority for her statement, pursue the
matter further, nor endeavor to account for the discrepancy
between this statement and the account which she quotes
from Sprague.
6. Appendix A. If the Sprague account means by floor the lower
level, and the official account means the platform, they are
in agreement, but my own observation, confirmed by official
measurements, is that the distance from the platform to the
window is less than twelve feet. Another contemporaneous
account says, loosely, “15 or 20 feet,” which could be made
to mean, according to interpretation, anything from twelve
to twenty feet from platform to window. Jarvis, Dr. Nathan
S., An Army Surgeon’s Notes on Frontier Service, 1833-48,”
Journal of the Military Service Institution, July-Aug., 1906,
Mar.-Apr., 1907, pp. 285-286.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol22/iss3/3

2

Porter: Seminole Flight from Fort Marion

116

FLORIDA

HISTORICAL

QUARTERLY

(An official account says that this part of the fort
7
“was not specially guarded by a Sentinel."
The prisoners cut up the forage bags, given them
to sleep on, and made ropes, which they hid beneath
their beds, (probably meaning the straw which the
bags were intended to cover. One might well wonder that no suspicion was aroused by the disappear8
ance of their bed coverings. ) Wild Cat then stood
on his companion’s shoulder, worked his knife into
a crevice between the rocks, and by standing on the
handle was enabled to pull himself up to the aperture. (Most readers of this account would be likely
to fix on Wild Cat’s possession of a knife as the
incredible feature up to this point, but this part
may well be true. The prisoners were, of course,
deprived of their firearms immediately on capture,
but, by some curious oversight, “their large knives”
were not taken 9from them until “the morning after
imprisonment,"
which would have given them
plenty of time to conceal a store of knives somewhere in their cells, some of the floors of which are
now, and probably were then, packed earth instead
of tabby.
Having reached the “hole,” Wild Cat decided,
on close inspection that it would be sufficiently large
for himself and his companion to get through. (The
small hole of the Coacoochee-Sprague account is
said in the official report to have been about eight
inches wide---probably meaning outside measure7. Appendix A.
8. Most contemporaneous accounts merely refer to a “rope,”
“ropes,” or a “line,” but one says that they “tied their blankets together.” The Charleston Courier, Dec. 6, 1837. This
account, from the similarity of phraseology, was probably
supplied by Capt. J. Rhett Motte, whose manuscript, “Life
in Camp and Field: Journal of an Officer of the U. S. Army,”
is in the St. Augustine Historical Society library.
9. “Forry, Samuel, Surgeon U. S. Army, 1837-1838, Letters of,”
Florida Historical Quarterly (July, 1928), vol. vii, p. 94.
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ment-and five feet long i. e. to the outside-or,
possibly in height, these dimensions being about the
same. Another contemporaneous account says it
was “only 8 inches 11wide by sixteen or eighteen
inches long” [high?]
The probable underestimate of the height by Jarvis is no doubt the result of looking upward at “an
acute angle, which would naturally have the effect
of reducing the apparent height. Wild Cat failed
to mention that a little more than a foot below the
level of the window, is a ledge, running the width of
the cell, and of comfortable breadth, doubtless intended as a firing step for a musketeer. He did
not, consequently, have to suspend himself in a flyon-the-wall manner while investigating the possibilities of the aperture. But no one else, to my
knowledge, has ever mentioned this ledge, either.)
Wild Cat decided that to make passage through
the aperture doubly sure, he and his friend would
have to reduce their flesh for five days, by which
time it would be the dark of the moon. They accordingly played sick and obtained permission to
go outside the fort, under guard, to obtain roots,
ostensibly for medicine, actually for reducing purposes. (The official accounts do not indicate that
any of the prisoners were permitted to leave the
fort under any conditions, and if Wild Cat and his
friend actually fasted and took reducing medicine
for five days, it is a wonder that they could stand
up, much less climb walls and descend ropes, at
the end of the period.) On the night for which the
escape was planned, (which was the dark of the
10. Appendix A. The present-day official measurement would
make the width something more-from about two feet within
to nine inches without.
11. Jarvis, loc. cit.
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moon), the keeper annoyed them by coming into
the cell, insisting on talking and singing. (It sounds
if he were drunk and Wild Cat too courteous to put
the proper name to it.) They thought of putting
his head in a bag and tying him up, but decided
instead to sham sleep, which they did, whereupon
the keeper left the cell and presently himself fell
asleep outside. (Note that this part of the fort is
13
officially said to have had no sentinel. )
Wild Cat then climbed up to the aperture, fastened
the rope, and passed enough of it through to reach
the bottom of the ditch below, that is, about fifty
feet. (My own observations, checked by photography and information from Mr. Albert C. Manucy,
historical technician at the Castillo, to whom
I owe all the official present-day measurements, are
that this is an exaggeration of over one hundred per
cent; the distance from the loophole to the bottom
14
of the moat is only twenty feet or a little more.
Wild Cat, then, with great difficulty, scraping off
a good deal of skin, managed to force himself headfirst through the aperture (a little over five feet
through the wall) and, clinging to the rope, made
his descent safely. (No mention is made of any
bars over the window, whereas the official accounts,
confirmed by several other contemporaneous reports,
agree that there were one or two bars which had
by some means to be removed, wholly or partially,
15
before the prisoners could make their exit.
12. Information by courtesy of Prof. Maude Makemson, head of
the Department of Astronomy, Vassar College.
13. Appendix A.
14. Jarvis, however, says “nearly forty feet.” loc. cit.
15. The Charleston Courier, Dec. 6, 1837, “the iron bars;” Jarvis,
loc. cit., “a iron bar ;” AGO, Capt. L. B. Webster, St. Augustine,
Nov. 30, 1837, to Capt. H. Brown, Comg. Officer(B523/J259),
“a bar of iron.” Appendix A resolves any apparent contradiction, probably, by stating that one bar was removed,
the other not. The sockets for two bars are still to be seen,
though the bars have disappeared.
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Talmus Hajo then tried to squeeze through, but
stuck. Wild Cat told him to throw out his breath
and try again; he did so, slipped through the opening, but lost his hold, fell the entire distance, and
seemed dead. Wild Cat, however, revived him,
caught a mule, put his companion on it, used it for
a day, after which they were able to continue on
foot, and in five days reached Wild Cat’s band on
the headwaters of the Tomoka.
The above is the “accepted” version, as questioned and corrected in parentheses by the application
of contemporaneous evidence, personal observation,
and common sense. It might be well to apply the
same tests to the most complete of the “contemporaneous” accounts, including the “official” versions, the report of an investigating committee
summoned by the commander of the fort the very
day the escape was discovered, which was preceded
by a couple of briefer reports to persons concerned.
The commander of the troops garrisoning the fort
thus addressed the officer commanding the fort itself, November 30, 1837:
“I have to report the escape last night of 20
16
Indian prisoners, among them two women. They
16. Most contemporaneous accounts agree with this number
exactly. The Charleston Courier, Dec. 6, 1837, specifies “Wild
Cat, one other Indian Chief, sixteen warriors, and two
squaws.” The Army and Navy Chronicle, Dec. 21, 1837, v,
394, quoting the Charleston Mercury, says, “the Chief Wild
Cat with seventeen warriors and two squaws.” Jarvis refers
to “Cooacoochy & 19 other Indians,” rank and sex unspecitied. J. Rhett Motte varies by one from the official count,
mentioning “Wild Cat with one other chief, and 17 warriors;”
perhaps he considered that the two squaws were worthy of
counting as one warrior! The widest variation in a contemporaneous account is from the same number of the Army
and Navy Chronicle mentioned above, but quoting from the
Savannah Georgian, Dec. 8, which in turn is quoting “A correspondent of the Republican (at Garey’s Ferry, Dec. 2nd) ;”
The number given is “Wild Cat . . . with eleven other Indians.” The opportunity for error in such a series of quotings
and re-quotings is obvious.
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made their escape through an opening in the back
17
of the cell by removing a bar of iron, and then let
themselves down the wall. The opening is so narrow
that it was not supposed a man could get through
even when the iron bar was removed. Among those
that have escaped are Co-a-co-chee, John Cawaiya,
and all of Philips sons.” The commander of the
fort, reporting in his turn to the adjutant general
of the army in Florida, adds that “time had corroded the iron and they wrenched it from its place;
and by means of ropes ascended
to the hole, and
18
descended into the ditch."
The assumption here is that the iron had so rusted
and weakened that it could be detached without the
use of any tools save bare hands. Here some of
the unofficial contemporaneous reports part company with the implications, at least, of the official.
The Charleston Courier, (Dec. 6, 1837) and Motte’s
related account both say that “by some means or
other [they] had been furnished with files, thus
enabling them to saw off the iron bars that had
been placed across the window” or “portholes”
[sic]. Other contemporaneous accounts, official or
unofficial, merely state that they succeeded somehow
in removing the bar or bars. The investigating
board. adds little to the other official or unofficial
reports save to make clear that there were two bars,
one entirely removed, the other not.
No suggestion that a file or any other such implement was employed in the escape appears in
any official account. It would have been simple to
determine whether a bar had been cut cleanly
through, or partially through, by a file, or had
17. See Note 15.
18. National Archives, War Department, AGO, Capt. L. B. Webster, St. Augustine, Nov. 30, 1837, to Capt. H. Brown, Comg.
Officer (B523/J259), Capt. Henry Brown, Ft. Marion, Nov.
20 [sic], 1837, to Lt. Chambers, A. Adj. Gen. (J259).
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merely been badly rusted and then broken. Perhaps the board found no evidence that the bar had
been cut; perhaps it preferred not to observe evidence which would indicate carelessness on the part
of either commander. If files could be smuggled
in, why not knives, pistols . . . ? As a matter of
fact, there are a number of channels by which such
tools could have found their way in. A Cherokee
deputation, sympathetic to the Seminole, were in
the fort not long before the escape, for the
alleged purpose of inducing the Seminoles to remove
to the west, and therefore in close communication
19
with them.
The soldiers in the fort were, to a large
extent, foreigners, easterners, with no personal
interest in the Florida War, poorly paid, many of
them given to drink and probably susceptible to
bribery. Negroes of the vicinity, free men or hired
slaves, were probably employed about the fort in
various menial capacities, and St. Augustine Negroes bore the reputation of being actively sympathetic to the Seminoles. Such, at any rate, was the
opinion of General Jesup, who wrote: “Coacoochee,
John Cavallo, and sixteen other chiefs and warriors
. . . could not have escaped without aid from without. There are too many who would be ready to
20
The Inaid them particularly among the blacks."
dian Negro John Cavallo, one of the prisoners who
escaped, probably enjoyed, as an interpreter, more
freedom than most of the others, and thus had opportunity to communicate, in his primitive English,
with Cherokee, soldiers, or Negro employees. A file,
if needed, would not seem hard to come by.
Diverse as they are at a number of not insignificant points, the “accepted” Coacoochee-Sprague
19. A. & N. C. (Dec. 7, 1837), v, 364-365.
20. National Archives, War Dep’t. QMGO, Consolidated files,
“Jesup”, Th S. Jesup, Ft. Mellon, Dec. 3, 1837, to Maj. T.
Cross, Actg. Q. M. Genl. Washington.
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version and the “contemporaneous” versions,
official or unofficial, are yet a great deal closer to
one another than either is to still a third, which
might be called a “revisionist” version; briefly,
that Coacoochee did not escape through the loophole at all, but walked out through the door, as a
result of influence of some sort exerted upon a sentinel or an officer. I have found this version recorded in only one place. It is ascribed to Mr. Oregon Dunham, a man of an old St. Augustine family,
then in his eighties, on whose father’s horse, Mariposa, Coacoochee is said to have made his escape.
“In regard to Coacoochee,” Mr. Dunham said, “. . .
it was generally known afterwards that this story
of his escape was made up; that he actually got
away by bribing the sentinel with the ornaments of
silver with which he was well supplied . . . . Dr.
Westcott used to say that the officer in charge,
knowing that he was captured under a flag of truce,
took the sentinel off and gave him an opportunity
21
to escape."
The uncertainty of this theory will be noted. Did
Coacoochee escape through bribing the sentinel, or
through the chivalry of “the officer in charge,” or
through the officer’s chivalry re-inforced by bribery
of the sentinel? The serious charge against either
Capt. Brown or Capt. Webster-the two officers “in
charge" -involved in the latter explanations, probably need not be taken seriously. Escape through
bribery of a sentinel, however, presents sufficient
possibilities to justify an investigation. From what
we know of the ordinary enlisted man of that time,
the incorruptibility of the sentinel would probably
be the least of the possible obstacles. A Seminole
21. Dunham, Oregon, as told to Dr. Dewitt Webb, Evening
Record, St. Augustine, Fla., June 26, 1916. (Courtesy of
Mrs. Alberta Johnson, acting librarian, Florida Historical
Society).
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chief would normally be well supplied with the
“ornaments of silver”-bracelets and gorgetswhich Mr. Dunham suggests as the corrupting influence, particularly if he had been arrested in full
dress, at a meeting which he had supposed was
to be a conference with the commander-in-chief.
Such silver-work would probably be adequate to
purchase at least a file or two, if not an open door
to the fort.
But even if adequately bribed, could a corrupt
sentinel have furnished means of egress to twenty
prisoners? From what we know of the situation,
it does not seem an impossibility. The prisoners
would first have to pass through the doorway of
their cell, and then through that of the fort. According to Coacoochee’s story, the jailer or keeper
did have access to the cell; we have seen the discrepancies and inadequacies of this account, but it
is probable that Coacoochee would not have erred
in a matter which could have been so easily checked,
his errors being principally those of exaggeration
and suppression. If it was the custom for only one
of the commanders of the fort to possess keys to
the cells, this would probably have been known to
the army officer who recorded this account, and to
the other officers to whom the tale was told, and
would have caused them to question the whole story.
There was, then, probably a sentinel, jailer, keeper,
or other functionary, with a key to the cell. But
what about the outer gate? Surely its key, at least
at night, would have been in the possession of Capt.
Brown alone. We cannot speak positively, but it
may well be questioned that there was a key to the
outer door of the fort or, for that matter, even a
door. The fort was in a semi-ruinous state at the
time, and it is doubtful that the drawbridge could
be raised or the entrance closed. There is a hint
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of this in a contemporaneous account. On Oct. 31,
1837, Dr. Forry wrote: “ The Indians are perfectly
secure and do not dream of escape. Their large
knives were taken from them the morning after
imprisonment, and a barricade was erected to pre22
vent a rush upon the passage leading to the door."
If there was a door to the fort, in functioning condition, why the necessity for a barricade to prevent
a break for freedom? The suggestion is that only
the barricade-and, of course, the presence of an
armed guard-barred the prisoners, who, presumably, were exercising and sunning in the courtyard,
from making a dash for the open air. According to
this account, no doubt, the dislodged bar or bars,
the line hanging from the loophole, were merely
“window dressing, ” literally and figuratively, to
prevent suspicion from falling upon the corrupt sentry or the chivalrous officer. If so, the device succeeded more than admirably!
The above may or may not demonstrate the possibility of Mr. Dunham’s explanation being correct;
it certainly does not even begin to prove that the
“revisionist” account is correct. However “generally known” it was at the time that Coacoochee
& company escaped from the fortress by bribery
or chivalry rather than by agility, no one, so far
as I can ascertain, was then sufficiently impressed
to publicize the “true facts”; they had to wait
nearly eighty years after the event to be brought
to public notice.
Analysis and comparison of the contemporaneous
sources make it possible with a little imagination to
envisage an approximation of the occurrences in the
southwestern casemate of Fort Marion, the night
of Nov. 29-30, 1837. The Seminoles had been prisoners over a month and most of them were no doubt
desperately weary of confinement. That they should
have so long delayed their break for liberty was
no doubt dependent on a number of factors. They
had perhaps at first hoped to talk their way outPublished by
22.STARS,
Forry,1943
loc. cit.
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obtain release on the condition that they should
make peace but, in return, be allowed to remain at
the southern extremity of Florida ; or, perhaps, on
the plea that they must be allowed to talk to their
companions still at large. Such negotiations may
have carried them through the first dark phase of
their imprisonment and, by the time they had become convinced that freedom would be obtained
only by their own efforts, the dark of the moon lay
a month in the future. Perhaps they had some
hopes of the Cherokee delegation ; perhaps they
were trying to get files. Whatever the causes for
the delay in an attempt to escape, they were now
past. It was the dark of the moon at last and twenty
Seminoles-probably nearly all those confined in
23
the cell, since the casemate would have been badly
23. An official account states that “all [the fugitives] are of
the band of Philip and Miccasukees-not one of either John
Ca-waiya’s or Powell’s men.” (AGO, Brown, Nov. 20 [sic],
1837, to Chambers, J259). This might be interpreted as
meaning either that the occupants of the southwestern cell
included only Mikasuki and followers of Philip, Coacoochee’s
father, or that among them were members of the bands of
Powell (Osceola) and of John Cavallo, none of whom, however, took advantage of the opportunity to escape. The latter
is probably what is meant, since tradition suggests that Osceola may also have been in the southwest cell. The whites
are said to have not been “aware of their escape until next
day or some 12 hours afterward when Osceola inform’d the
commanding officer of the fact. He sent word to Gen. J[esup]
that he could have escaped himself in the same manner,
but he scorned to do so as well as any of his people.” (Jarvis,
loc. cit.) Philip also was probably in the cell with his son.
He had been allowed considerable freedom, including permission to stay in the courtyard throughout the day, but after
the escape he was put in irons. He said he knew of their
plans and had tried to dissuade them. Philip and Osceola
were weary and discouraged men, Philip an old man; both
died not long afterwards. It is more difficult to understand
the unwillingness-if that is what is meant-of any of John
Cavallo’s men to follow their chief. It is unlikely that he
had many followers with him, as he had been sent by Micanopy and his associate chiefs-Jumper, Alligator, Holatoochee,
and others-as a delegate to confer with Osceola, and with
Philip and his associates, and for this purpose a large escort
would probably not have been taken. In Appendix B he is
listed as one of Philip’s men, and it may be that actually
none of his band were with him in prison and that the
reference above was an error-just as classing him as one
of Philip’s followers is obviously a mistake; he may have
been listed with Philip’s band merely because he was not a
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol22/iss3/3
Mikasuki, the other element among the fugitives.
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crowded- with more than thirty-were feverishly
active, the others looking anxiously or stolidly on.
Three or four knives, which had been concealed in
the bedding or about the dungeon during the first
night of imprisonment, were being employed in ripping bed-covers into strong strips, which deft tigers
were twisting and knotting into a long rope; perhaps a good deal of this work had already been done.
One of the tallest and strongest of the men - I
suspect the powerful six foot Indian Negro John
Cavallo-vaulted onto the wide platform beneath
the window, followed by several others. Seizing
one of his slighter comrades by the ankles, he boosted him up so that the Indian’s feet were on the
Negro’s shoulders, from which, working his toes
into niches already carved in the hard coquina, perhaps stepping up to the handle of a knife wedged
firmly into a crevice between the rocks, the Indian
was able to clutch the ledge beneath the window and,
with a spring and a wriggle, pull himself up onto
it, one end of the knotted line gripped between his
teeth. He lay quiet a few moments, then turned
his attention to the bars which still further narrowed
the narrow loophole. One of them had already been
detached, or weakened, either by the use of furtively
procured files or by sheer strength applied to the
rust-corroded iron, so that its removal was only a
matter of seconds. This work might have safely
been done days before, as the keeper was unlikely
to test the strength of bars inaccessible save by a
ladder, and obstructing an aperture the narrowness
of which was believed sufficient, even without bars,
to prevent passage.
In a few moments the Indian had done whatever
was needed to clear the loophole; then he paid the
line out through the window until the length remaining in his hand indicated that the free end lay
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in the muddy ditch surrounding the fortress. The
Indian secured the line to the remaining bar, and
one after another, by its assistance, his comrades
swarmed up the wall, boosted from below by the
powerful John Cavallo and helped from above by
eager comradely hands reaching down from the
ledge.
When the entire company were assembled on the
ledge-except, probably, for two or three at the celldoor to dispose of any sentry who might make an
unscheduled visit-the most difficult step now confronted them. A Seminole who was at once slight,
strong, and agile-perhaps Wild Cat himself-was
probably designated, by common choice and his own
declaration, as pioneer. Headfirst he wriggled sidewise, crabwise, into the narrow slit of the porthole,
the rough rock scraping, tearing, his naked hide,
anxious hands pushing on his legs and feet from
behind whenever a retardation of his progress suggested that he might be stuck, until eventually he
found his head, then his shoulders, projecting, and,
craning his neck, he was looking dimly down through
the thick darkness on the muddy bottom of the
moat, so far below. His hands found the line and
clung to it, shifting their grip as more and more
of his body emerged, until finally he was able to
push himself clear of the tunnel and his whole
weight came on the line with a shock and wrench
simultaneously testing the strength of the material,
the quality of the knots, and the tenacity of his own
grip. Fortunately all held. His descent thereafter
was rapid if jerky, the outward slant of the wall
giving him some slight foothold, though it would
not be surprising if, three-fourths down the swaying
rope, he lost his hold and landed half-sitting, halfsprawling, in the thick and fortunately cushioning
mud, from which; however, he promptly scrambled
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to seize the free end of the line and give it the series
of twitches which signalled that all was right below.
The passage of the next prisoner from ledge to
open air was more or less difficult according to his
figure and agility, but, with a companion below to
hold the rope steady, the descent to the ditch was
considerably eased. And so, one after another, the
prisoners struggled through the rocky slit to the
open air and swung and slid down the line to the
free if muddy soil of the moat. Perhaps one or
two stuck fast and had to be hauled back by the
heels, disappointed; perhaps to try again, perhaps
to succeed, perhaps once more and finally to fail.
But eventually a full twenty, including two women,
had successfully undergone the ordeal. Unchallenged they made their way westwardly out of the
town, forded the river, headed south, and traveling
at night, sleeping in the woods by day, living on
roots and berries, succeeded in rejoining their
people.
This escape was more than a daring exploit, a
picturesque episode ; it was of considerable importance to the subsequent history of the Seminole
War. It released the one man capable of assuming
leadership over a significant number of the Seminoles and reviving the waning spirit of other chiefs,
a man young, vigorous, intelligent, courageous, and
with hereditary claims to chieftaincy ; neither the
aged Philip, the indolent Micanopy, the sickly
Jumper, the double-dealing Coi Hajo, the weary
Osceola, could have maintained the struggle for
more than three years longer with the ability and
tenacity displayed by Coacoochee. Nearly two and
a half years afterwards, the escape inspired this
bitter comment: “The old fort makes a very good
jail-good, I mean, to let prisoners out of, and Indians too; without which last fatal escape of about
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twenty Indian prisoners, many believe that this
24
Seminole war would have been closed in 1837."
The escape of John Cavallo was considered only less
serious than that of Wild Cat.
But this prison-break only partially retrieved the
loss to the Seminole cause of the original capture;
it had come too late to make it possible for Wild
Cat and John Cavallo to rally Micanopy’s bands
for another effort. Micanopy himself had surrendered Dec. 3, before news of the escape could have
reached him, and the example of the head-chief
proved contagious. His brother-in-law Jumper, his
nephew Holatoochee - John Cavallo’s brother-inlaw - followed him. Only Alligator, another of
Micanopy’s nephews, the chief with whom John
Cavallo had previously been most closely associated,
remained in the field. Wild Cat and John joined
forces with him and with the Mikasuki chief Sam
Jones, and on Christmas Day fought with Col.
Zachary Taylor at Lake Okeechobee the most hotly
contested action of the entire war, in which the
United States troops suffered heavy casualties. It
is unlikely that, without the flight from Ft. Marion,
this battle would ever have been fought, inasmuch
as two of the four principal commanders were former prisoners. John Cavallo and Alligator surrendered in April, 1838, but Wild Cat carried on
the struggle until the spring of 1841. After being
transported to the Indian Territory, he allied himself with John Cavallo, also known as Gopher John,
who had assumed the leadership of the Negro element in the Seminole tribe, and eventually, in 1849,
in order to escape domination and harassment by
Creeks and whites, they led a migration to Mexico
24. The News, St. Augustine, Fla., May 1, 1840, letter of C.
Downing to H. Stuart, Committee on Territories (Ft. Marion
files).
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and established a military colony in the Santa Rosa
mountains, where descendants of the Seminole
Negroes, if not of the Indians-nearly all of whom
returned to the United States on the death of Wild
Cat from small-pox in 1857 - still dwell and thrive,
the older people full of memories and traditions of
Wild Cat and of “Juan Caballo - John Horse.”
The reader, if convinced by the arguments against
the authenticity of the Coacoochee-Sprague account
of the escape from Ft. Marion, may wonder, assuming the correctness of the reporting, why Wild
Cat should have been guilty of such exaggerations
and suppressions. Anyone who accepts the “revisionist” account of Mr. Dunham will have a ready
answer; it was to throw a fine dust of detail into
the eyes of anyone suspecting that the escape was
an “inside job.” The solution, however, is hardly
less easy even to one who accepts a synthesis of
the “contemporaneous” accounts. Wild Cat was
of a dramatic nature-his appearance at a council
with Col. Worth, dressed in a Shakespearian costume plundered from a troupe of strolling players,
symbolizes one side of his character. He had a
vivid imagination, a keen sense of his own importance, and he told a good story well-particularly if
he were the hero.
The escape from Ft. Marion was a brilliant display of courage, agility, and ingenuity, even reduced
to its lowest proportions, and no matter how many
participated-but how much more brilliant if the
escaping prisoners were only two in number, a gallant leader and a loyal follower, instead of a score,
two of them women, if the loop-hole were eighteen
feet from the floor instead of, perhaps, ten, and
the ditch fifty feet below the window, instead of
less than half that distance, if there was a sentinel
at the door to be craftily circumvented, instead of
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no sentinel at all in that part of the fort! The
utilization of medicinal roots for reducing purposes
was another ingenious touch, though unlikely to
arouse such general public interest then as now.
Wild Cat’s conspicuous failure to mention even the
existence of iron bars over the window is interesting, since he thus lost an opportunity for recounting
another display of ingenuity ; perhaps he preferred
to avoid any reference which might call up the
question of files and their possible sources. But,
as a whole, Wild Cat’s narrative may be accounted
for by the simple explanation that, as was proper
to a hero from a simple and barbarous society, he
was not only a great warrior but also a great storyteller.
APPENDIX A 1
Fort Marion, 30th November 1837
Upon an examination of the Fort, . . . the board find that
Coacoochee, John Cowaya, sixteen other warriors, and two
squaws made their escape from a room in the South-Western
angle of the Port, through an aperture, in the wall, about eight
inches wide and five feet long, and situated about fifteen feet
from the floor. - One of the Iron Bars, which formerly closed
the aperture, was removed, and the Indians descended into the
ditch by means of a line fastened to the remaining bar. The
room in which the aperture is situated had been examined by
Captain Brown, and Captain Webster previously to the Indians
being placed in it, and they believed it perfectly secure. The
Board are of the opinion that there has been no negligence on the
part of Capt. Webster, or the Guard stationed at the Fort. - The
escape was made from a part of the Fort which, from being
deemed safe, was not specially guarded by a Sentinel.
E. B. Gould, Cap’t
Veteran Volunteers
S. H. Drum
1st Lieut 4th. Art’y
E. A. Capron
1st Lieut. 1st Arty
1. National Archives, War Department, AGO, 265J.
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

APPENDIX B 1
Lists
3
Philip’s People
Coa-co-chee (Philip’s son) 4
Ispokokay
Ok-tai-o-chee
Ta-co-sa-Tustennukkee (Philip’s brother)
Halpatah Hajo
Apai-ah-kee Micco-chee
(sub chief) 5
No-cose Hajo 6
Holata Tus-ten-uh-kee
Hotulke Hajo
John Ca-wai-ya 7
Hoke-pissee Emathla-chee
Philip’s sons
Nee-ha-thlok-kee Emathla
12 [individuals]
Miccasukees
Emathla Tusten-uk-kee
Ho-lat’ Tustenukkee
7. (His sister Nok-os-ho-yay)
Ho-lata Tustunukkee
8. (woman A-pee-e-ay)
Aha Micco chee
Aha-lak-Ha-chee
Echo Emathla
8 [individuals]

>

[total] 20
1. National Archives, War Department, AGO, B523/J259.
2. Several of the persons below, nos. 3, 5, and 12, among “Philip’s
People,” and no. 6 among the Mikasuki, have the same names as
distinguished Seminole chiefs, but this is the result of the unimaginative character of Seminole nomenclature, clearly indicated
in the list below by the fact that no less than three of the
eighteen men bear the name of Holata Tustenuggee (chief warrior). Had Micanopy’s nephew and war-chief Alligator, or Halpata Hajo (crazy, i. e., recklessly brave, alligator) been among
those captured at Fort Peyton, this fact would certainly have
been announced, whereas actually, among those listed in Appendix B, only Coacoochee and John Cavallo were mentioned by
name in the announcement of the captures of Oct. 21.
3. It is a curious fact that, nowhere on the list appears the name
of Talmus Hajo!
4. Coacoochee, or Wild Cat (ca. 1808-1857), favorite son of
Emathla, or King Philip, head-chief of the St. Johns river Seminoles, was a ring-leader, with Osceola and John Cavallo, in carrying off the hostages from Tampa bay, in late May or early
June, 1837, thus reviving the war. He finally surrendered in
March, 1841, the last important chief to yield. After his removal
to Indian Territory, he was chief adviser to head-chief Micanopy,
but was disappointed in his ambition to succeed him after his
death early in January, 1849, and late in the year removed to
the Mexican border with a following of about a hundred Seminole
Indians, accompanied by John Cavallo with as many more
Negroes. Coacoochee had the ambitious idea of establishing a
sort of Free State on the Mexican side of the Rio Grande, to be
populated by Indians from Texas and Indian Territory and by
runaway slaves from the same region, but, except for some hun-
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dred each of Seminole Indians and Negroes, and a few Kickapoo,
he was unable to win and retain many recruits. His military
colony of Indians and Negroes did, however, serve the Mexican
government effectively against wild Indians and Texas filibusters
until his death of small pox at Alto, near Muzquiz, early in 1857.
He was a colonel in the Mexican army and was awarded a silver
medal in recognition of his services.
5. A brother-in-law of Micanopy.
6. Possibly the Crazy Bear, a cousin of Wild Cat, who was his
lieutenant on the Mexican trek.
7. John Cavallo (ca. 1812-1882?) was, next to Coacoochee, the
most distinguished of the escaped prisoners. He was of mixed
Negro and Indian blood, with possibly a dash of Spanish, and
although technically a "slave” of the Indian Charles Cavallowho was probably also his father-he was a recognized Seminole
sub-chief or chief: the brother-in-law of Holatoochee. Micanopy’s
nephew and second chief of the nation ; represented Alligator at
the capitulations of Ft. Dade: was a ringleader with Osceola
and Coacoochee in carryin g off the hostages from Tampa bay;
and when captured at Ft. Peyton was representing Micanopy
and his associate chiefs. He was shipped to Indian Territory
immediately after his surrender in the spring of 1838, and
became spokesman of the Seminole tribe, but succeeded in returning to Florida in 1839 on the plea that he would be useful
in inducing his relatives and friends there to go West. Under
the nickname of Gopher John, derived from a boyhood prank,
he became well-known as a guide and interpreter. In 1842 he
was again shipped West, where he assumed leadership of the
Negro element among the Seminoles and renewed his association
with Coacoochee in a common struggle against domination by
the Creeks, who were raiding Negro homes for slaves to sell in
Louisiana. He twice visited Washington to appeal to the president, but, despairing of governmental intervention, he founded
in 1849 the Negro village of Wewoka, as a city of refuge, and
late in the year set out with Coacoochee for Mexico. For about
twenty years John Cavallo-known on the border either was Col.
John Horse or el Coronel Juan Caballo - led his warriors against
Apache and Comanche Indians and Texas filibusters, ranging
from the banks of the Rio Grande in the north to the Laguna
de Parras in southern Coahuila, receiving for their services a
grant of land, in association with the Seminole Indians at
Nacimiento, in the Santa Rosa mountains. In 1870 he led his
band back to the United States and put them at the disposal
of the army for scout-service. His life thereafter is obscure; he
seems to have divided his time between the communities of
Seminole Negroes settled on the military reservations of Ft.
Duncan and Ft. Clark, and the colony of Nacimiento, to which
many of the band, dissatisfied with the United States, shortly
returned. His death occurred, probably in 1882, either on, or
returning from, a mission to Prest. Diaz, to whom he had successfully appealed for protection against the governor of Coahuila,
who was endeavoring to dispossess the Negroes of their landgrant. According to one account he died in Mexico City of a
sudden illness ; according to another he was murdered in a
cantina on his return-journey. The author is engaged in writing
his biography under the tentative title of Freedom over Me: The
story of John Horse, Seminole Negro Chief, and his people, in
Florida, the Indian Territory, Mexico, and Texas.
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